Abstract The aim of this paper is to (re)(e)value(ate) current microand macropolicies and politics that shape -and are shaped by -conceptualisations of and, in consequence, practices towards young children in a range of institutions/figurations. The 'geopolitical' location for our investigation is Europe, understood as conceptual space(s) as well as (geographical) territory. Whilst we begin by focusing attention on events within an English context, we nevertheless move beyond geographical boundaries.
Introduction
A pivotal aim of this assemblage is to (re)(e)value(ate) current micro-and macropolicies and politics (Dahlberg & Moss, 2005 ) that shape -and are shaped byconceptualisations of and, in consequence, practices towards young children in a range of locations, institutions, and figurations (Elias, 1982) . The 'geopolitical' location for our investigation is Europe, understood as conceptual space(s) as well as (geographical) territory. Our genealogical (re)turn within this 'knowledge space' or 'knowledge assemblage' (Turnbull, 2000) can be understood as 'a dialectical [process] in which forms of social space are co-produced' (Turnbull, 2000, p. 37) . So, whilst we begin by focusing attention on events within an English context, we nevertheless make forays beyond geographical boundaries. We argue that movements that are currently being undertaken in England are not individual, peculiar activities carried out in splendid isolation. Rather, England is infected and affected by European and global histories, practices, policies, philosophies, and epistemologies. These, we argue, shoot across borders and boundaries in what could be understood as a succession or chain of rhizomatic movements. It is the oscillations between different components within a broad European assemblage (human and nonhuman) that makes something happen. Subsequently, we detail a number of 'happenings' that are occurring in England. We do so with a view to asking whether these events are possible creative openings where early childhood education and care could be reassembled 'differently'.
(Re)assembling
As Jane Bennett (2010) notes, 'Assemblages are ad hoc groupings of diverse elements, of vibrant materials of all sorts ' (p. 23) . She notes that whilst assemblages are 'living, throbbing confederations' (p. 23), they are able to function 'despite the persistent presence of energies that confound from within ' (p. 23-24) . The act of assembling ourselves in order to write this paper is testimony to such confusing and baffling 'energies', and whilst we don't want to labour this point, it is nevertheless important to foreground that embracing Deleuze and Guattari's (2004) concept means becoming part of the assemblage ourselves. The following quote captures the task in hand:
Assemblages are not governed by any central head: no one materiality or type of material has sufficient competence to determine consistently the trajectory or impact of the group. The effects generated by an assemblage are, rather, emergent properties, emergent in their ability to make something happen. . . . Each member and proto-member of the assemblage has a certain vital force, but there is also an effectivity proper to the grouping as such: an agency of the assemblage. (Bennett, 2010, p. 24) Whilst it will become evident that we (i.e. four individuals, three different universities, north and south geographical divide, etc.) are driven by something that could be described as 'vital force', we nevertheless have to negotiate all the frustrations and unwieldiness that is an inevitable component of becoming an assemblage. Thus this paper avoids unfolding in a smooth, seamless way. Instead, it flits between policy analysis as well as more personal musings. We want to examine recent events that relate to early childhood education and care within England and Europe as well as reference stuff that is happening to us on a more individual basis, and in so doing we are attempting to follow and incorporate what Bennett (2010) refers to as a theory of distributive agency (p. 21). Distributive agency draws us away from more familiar theories of action that are predicated on the intentional subject. We are therefore curious as to whether an agentic assemblage will help us to rethink what 'becoming (a) child' means in the 21st century?
As noted, a central aim of this assemblage is to evaluate what is going on within the field of early years education both at the micro and macro level in order to create the necessary conceptual space where we can ask questions that currently elude us.
In England, there is an interesting dissonance that has erupted where on the one hand there are government conceptualizations of early childhood education that are heavily inscribed within neoliberal discourses -encapsulated and embodied within the Early Years Foundation Stage Curriculum (revised in 2012) -whilst on the other there are local movements that seek to challenge both the dominant discourse of neoliberalism as well as curriculum directives. Jayne Osgood finds herself embroiled and enmeshed within one such local movement, Early Childhood Action (ECA), an alliance of concerned academics, activists, practitioners, and commentators. It was rapidly assembled to offer a policy critique of the revised Early Years Foundation Stage Curriculum (EYFSC), a curriculum that offers a linear stages and ages account of learning and which places significance on the acquisition of early literacy and numeracy skills. These are understood within policy terms as the foundation for and an assurance of better academic results amongst the European community and further afield.
Often, the polarisation of positions encourages narratives that are predicated on binary logic where our own position becomes a matter of taking sides. However, as a way of warding off this tendency we see all of these positions as being lines that manifest within the assemblage. As Deleuze notes:
Just as in painting, assemblages are a bunch of lines. But there are all kinds of lines. Some lines are segments, or segmented; some lines get caught in a rut, or disappear into ''black holes''; some are destructive, sketching death; and some lines are vital and creative. These creative and vital lines open up an assemblage, rather than close it down. The idea of an ''abstract'' line is particularly complex. A line may very well represent nothing at all, be purely geometrical, but it is not yet abstract as long as it traces an outline. An abstract line is a line with no outlines, a line that passes between things, a line in mutation. (as cited in Bryant, 2009) 
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Below we try to articulate what some of the effects and affects are when 'all kinds of lines', including 'vital', 'creative', and 'destructive', enter into composition with 'states of things, bodies, various combinations of bodies, hodgepodges . . . utterances, modes of expression, and a whole regime of signs' (Deleuze & Guattari, 2004, p. 12) . We question whether by plugging into an assemblage we can make available the 'nonthought within thought' (p. 12), which seems to us to be particularly imperative in early years education where overly familiar and habitual notions of who the child is blocks possibilities for becoming child outside of normative scripts. We ask: Can we understand the assemblage as an 'event-thought, a haecceity, instead of a subjectthought, a problem-thought instead of an essence-thought or theorem; a thought that appeals to people instead of taking itself for a government ministry' (p. 417)? Can we move from what Deleuze and Guattari (2004) Re-casting: Not Sides, but Taking a Stand . . .
Yet, whilst wanting to ward off some of the consequences of situating ourselves within an arid binary, we nevertheless might ask whether the conscious act of 'taking sides' is not an ethical and political necessity in researching an array as complex and contradictory as the 'education' of young children -an array of shifting local and global practices, policies, values, positions, aspirations, and manifest interests?
Shouldn't we insist on pointing at the transformative power of the 'desiring machine' of early childhood education? The lines of the assemblage could then be interrogated for their machinic properties that not only 'imply', as Paulo Freire (2004) 
argues in
Pedagogy of Hope (p. 23), but actually work the transformation of the world. Resisting the temptation of polarization and binary logic is tricky but necessary, we argue. It leaves us researchers in the critical childhood policy studies collaborative and parts of the assemblage with the challenge of taking a stand (rather than a 'side') in this array.
Becoming an assemblage, then, is an act of positioning and repositioning in relation to each other and even more so in relation to the 'desiring machine' that is early childhood education in times of neoliberalism. In undertaking this exercise, it will be important to point out that what we set out to critique is the discourse as much as the practices of neoliberalism which, while not necessarily coherent and quite often contradictory, nevertheless work to universalise the marketisation and commodification of all aspects of life on a scale that comprises the individual and the social, the local and the global. Stephen Ball (2012) configuring relationships between governing and the governed, power and knowledge, and sovereignty and territoriality [p. 4] . (Ball, 2012, p. 3) An assemblage itself, early childhood is a line (a set of lines) within a wider assemblage which needs to come into our awareness for our intended act of positioning -ourselves, as well as the lines of the assemblage and our relation to them.
Introducing relationality into our analysis, we hint at the 'spatialised' characteristic of the early childhood assemblage, a concept we borrow from Turnbull (2000) , who writes about the interdependent production of knowledge and social spaces. The lines of the assemblage, we argue in this paper, can be seen as ways of being, ways of doing, and ways of knowing early childhood. Research, in this context, is an act of constant (re)positioning, (re)aligning, and (re)creating however preliminary and transient understandings. There is nothing static about these processes, and the positions 'taken' cannot be fixed. Rather, the analogy is one of navigating the spatial dimensions of the assemblage, exposing the intentionality of research to the possibilities of unintentional drift. Beyond certainty lies 'untested feasibility' (Freire, 2004, p. 3) and the utopian possibility of spaces that are not, yet (oc ' tópoB).
Three vantage points emerge for our critical investigation of the early childhood (policy and practice) space-assemblage. First, the mapping of the 'territory' of the European early childhood policy assemblage. What are the characteristics of the historical, political, economic, and cultural 'space' we call Europe? Any attempt to arrive at a definite 'answer' to this question would, of course, be a vain undertaking.
Even an exercise in compartmentalisation (e.g., to exclusively look at early childhood education and care policies and to disregard the wider sociohistoric-culturalideological hodgepodge of 21st century Europe in which they unfold) would be largely meaningless. This is not to say it has not been done. There are numerous examples for this approach, and they are held in high regard as they produce the kind of league tables (e.g., UNICEF Innocenti Research Centre, 2008) and comparative overviews (e.g., OECD, 2001 OECD, , 2006 ) that form the indispensable foundation for the EU(ROPE) golden calf of educational and other regimes of 'small ''n'' neo-liberalism': 'evidencebased' policies (to which we will have to return later in our analysis). Only a quick caveat at this point, as co-author Mathias Urban has discussed in more detail elsewhere (e.g., Urban & Dalli, 2011) : 'comparison', as Robert Stake (2003) reminds us, 'is a grand epistemological strategy, a powerful conceptual mechanism' (p. 148). The problem with this grand and powerful strategy is, he argues, that it necessarily and systematically obscures any knowledge that fails to facilitate comparison. Complexity, the 'thick of things', is not only lost, it becomes fundamentally threatening as it undermines the imposing edifices constructed from comparative data. Instead, 'comparability' has to be constructed, proactively, by systematically eradicating from the picture anything that is juicy, contradictory, puzzling, alive -in short, meaningful. It has to be mentioned that, unlike policy makers that see comparative data as a basic commodity, comparative educational researchers have long been aware of the simplification trap. Tobin and others remove the comparative 'inter' from their conceptual framework and argue for negotiation as a process of meaning-making instead (Tobin, Hsueh, & Karasawa, 2009; Tobin, Wu, & Davidson, 1989) . Alexander (2001) urges us to 'bite the methodological bullet and progress beyond policy and structure to the classroom' (p. 3).
'Mapping' the assemblage and its lines, as a research strategy, is fundamentally different to any attempt to arrange them in neat patterns. It is an exercise that resembles the practices of 15th century discovery and wonder more than it does the 19th and 20th century practices of counting and measuring. It is not without contradictions in itself -which is important, we argue, as in mismatch, disagreement, and misunderstanding lies the possibility of dialogue and transformation. Knowledgespace cartographer David Turnbull (2000) reminds us of the problematic natureand the irony -of scientific discovery as he writes:
Columbus, for example, is said to have 'discovered America', despite the fact that there were American Indians already living there, despite strong evidence that the Basques and the Vikings had settlements there centuries before, and despite the fact that Columbus himself believed that he had found China.
Clearly then, 'the discovery of America' is not a straightforward factual matter.
It depends on who makes the claim and what sort of evidence they provide to whom in what circumstances-in other words 'discovery' is a retrospective social attribution. For the attribution to have been persuasive, Columbus or his representative had to return to Europe; indeed he had to return with evidence.
More importantly, he had to come back with sufficient information to enable himself and others to do it again. The evidence would typically be in the form of documents and maps which would allow the information to be recorded and integrated with previous knowledge. It is this documentary character of scientific discovery that is taken to be one of the significant differences between Western science and Pacific navigation. (p. 144) Like explorers on their travels to a 'new' world, we set out on a 'discovery' of early childhood policies and practices. Like them, we assume that we know there is something out there: young children and adults, and what Siegfried Bernfeld (1973) calls the 'sum total of the social reaction to the fact of ontogenetic postnatal development' (p. 44) -education, more specific early childhood education and care for the purposes of this paper. The territory, we acknowledge, is teeming with all sorts of peoples and tribes, although we should be careful not to repeat Columbus' error of premature certainty and label them according to our biased expectations: the child, the teacher, the parent, the policy maker. The Chinese and Indians may well turn out to be Choctaw, Chinook, and Cherokee. Moreover, as the descendants of those who 'explored' the great terra australis incognita are only now, after 250 years, beginning to acknowledge, the inhabitants of the land cannot be subsumed under one unifying characteristic. For example, that they don't speak our language should not be our first concern. They speak (spoke -as was the case in Australia) 250 languages whose even most basic vocabulary we may well fail to comprehend. As with other 'discoveries', we are not the first to set foot into our imagined China. Others have done so before but, unlike America, they left their marks visible to all. The early childhood territory has long been divided into camps and settlements. There are gated communities, walled gardens, and, worryingly, mighty fortresses protected by walls of certainty.
They are well connected by roads, drawing straight lines of causality from A to B. As Alexander (2000) writes:
Explanations [tend] to be monocausal and linear, and to jump incautiously from correlation to causality. Thus, with international league tables of both economic and educational performance now conveniently available, it was assumed that a country's position on one was determined by its position on the other. . . . The solution was clear: adopt strategies that would raise the average test scores of British children, and Britain's economic future would be assured.
(p. 41) By researching the assemblage through being and becoming an assemblage ourselves, we don't take the motorway of certainty. We deliberately, purposefully choose EU(ROPE) to ignore readily available maps and omnipresent road signs. Instead, we veer off into areas of the territory where all the maps can tell us is hic sunt leones. In this deliberate act of veering off, of swerving across the territory, from the English Steiner (un)informed teacher to the 'n'eoliberal entrepreneurial child; from the salvation narratives dreamt up in the 'corridors of power' of EU policy making to the 'N'eoliberal commodification of early childhood education, locally and globally, lies the necessity and possibility of repositioning ourselves in relation to the actors and their relationships, and to the possible utopian counternarratives that might emerge.
Muddling in the Middle
As noted above co-author Jayne Osgood currently finds herself in the thick of things.
She writes: 'I find myself co-opted into a movement, which claims to represent a challenge to dominant ideas about early childhood education and care as produced through policy, and implemented in settings through curriculum directives' (personal communication to co-author Liz Jones). 'Co-option' implies being in the middle of things. Deleuze and Guattari (2004) note that 'it is never the beginning or the end that are interesting; the beginning and end are just points. What is interesting is the middle' (p. 20, emphasis added). They argue that to get to the interesting middle we have to abandon how we conventionally think. Instead of trees as our model of thinking, we should have grass. Why grass? Because, 'not only does grass grow in the middle . . . grass has a line of flight and does not take root' (p. 39). Grass, Deleuze and Guattari continue, 'is the only way out'. Grass and other rhizomatic plants such as weeds 'exist only to fill the waste spaces left by cultivated areas', growing 'between, among other things' (p. 20, emphasis added). However whilst we might favour the rhizomatic qualities of grass, it would seem that the 'growth' or indeed the 'blossoming' of children as understood within the frame of Early Childhood Action (ECA) seems to favour more linear and universal accounts. The notion of 'too much too soon' -a feature that for many is embedded in government policy -is a central concern within Early Childhood Action. A centralised curriculum that is concerned with the advancement and development of literacy and numeracy practices runs counter to the idea of the 'gradual blossoming' of the child. 'Too much too soon' is also the title of a 2011 book that is edited by Richard House, one of the foremost campaigners of ECA. Indeed ECA sits on a previous body, Open Eye, that was inaugurated when the English Early Years Foundation Stage Curriculum (EYFS) first became law. Open Eye argued that the curriculum content was predicated on the wrong sorts of foundations, that the literacy targets that were espoused within EYFSC were imposed on children that were too young, that they were politically driven rather than being informed by research, and that such targets were incommensurate with children's developmental paths. In brief, EYFSC was 'like building a house by starting with the roof and working downwards before laying proper foundations. It was too much too young, with too little play, and it eroded childhood'. As Jayne Osgood highlights, there is an interesting alignment of Montessori philosophy with contemporary thinking that sees play as central to children's learning and children as being in need of safeguarding where pollution rules will keep toxic elements of the environment at bay.
Supposing I said there was a planet without schools or teachers, where study was unknown, and yet the inhabitants -doing nothing but living and walking about -came to know all things, to carry in their minds the whole of learning;
would you not think I was romancing? Well, just this, which seems so fanciful as to be nothing but the invention of a fertile imagination, is a reality. . . . And whilst there is an aspect of this philosophy that resonates with the Reggio Emilia approach to early childhood education, there is nevertheless something problematic about the valorisation of spirituality over materiality. Turning back to Jayne Osgood, she writes: The question of whether class, gender, and race matters, including mattering differently, establishes another line within the assemblage where such variables are elided to the point of disappearing within universalized notions of the child, whether that be the 'spiritual child', 'the intrinsic child', and or the 'blossoming' child. Deleuze and Guatarri (2004) might well suggest that Early Childhood Action, in its desire to reconceptualise an alternative, has become ensnared within the 'universal method' (p. 418). Here, the 'good/blossoming/spiritual' child, one moreover with 'their soul intact', gestures towards 'a dominant and all encompassing fascism, or into a sect and a folklore, a microfascism . . . a ''phantasy'' that reactivates all the fascisms in a different way' (p. 418). ECA could be understood as a quest imbued with nostalgia, which besides being a form of political conservatism is also a deterrent to serious analysis of contemporary culture (Braidotti, 2002) .
Difference, including differences in class, race, gender, nationality, or culture, is so complex and complicated within the uneven territory of postmodernity. As Braidotti (2002) (p. 420).
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Whilst it is relatively straightforward to appreciate the Early Years Foundation
Stage Curriculum as a state-evolved striated space (the polis) where as a sedentary road it parcels out 'learning' in developmental stages consummate with ages and so both producing and ensuring the known, normative, and universal child, it is less tangible defining the space that is occupied by ECA. Deleuze and Guattari (2004) offer us 'migrants' (p. 420). Understood as migrants, we can appreciate ECA as a movement that wants to leave behind a milieu that is hostile towards children. Yet what does ECA's movement produce? Effectively doesn't it move only to arrive at a fixed and universal notion of the child? In wanting to educate children within spaces that are boxed in, bounded, and thus free from toxic commercialism, doesn't this prevent early years settings from being dialogical and democratic spaces where children and adults argue, debate, talk, and deal with some of the tensions that surrounds matter, including that which in some eyes is matter out of place (see Jones, but is not alien. She could be(come) 'apna'; that is 'one of our own'. The idea of 'ghair' is much more difficult to translate for its point of departure is intimacy, it walks the tightrope between insider/outsider. . . . The world is full of ajnabis.
There are feminists for instance, whom I may never meet, they are 'ajnabi' but not 'ghair' because they are part of an imagined community' (Brah, 2012, p. 285) . [Jayne then asks:] Does 'ajnabi' capture something of ECA as an imagined community -the potential to belong whilst recognising differenceshared interest in childhood -but done differently -with particular affects?
(personal communication to Liz Jones)
By moving between different spaces, the space of theory and of practice as well as the lived experiences of 'becoming', including 'becoming early years education', Jane is trying to avoid as well as overcome the pitfalls of polarities so as to rethink early years education as molecular with a capacity to interact and intra-act with children and their families in rhizomatic ways and thus avoid an education predicated on linear notions of growth and development.
Realigning
As researchers in the assemblage, we are not passive bystanders, gathering data from a world we pretend not to be involved in. Nor can we pretend, in any way, to exert methodological control over the interactions and relationships we study. Instead, working off 'nomad', further images such as 'the itinerant', 'the Traveller', and the vagabond come to mind. Fernand Deligny, writing in 1946 about his work with traumatised children in postwar France (Deligny, 1970) , introduces the notion of educators as vagabonds efficaces (effective vagabonds). Vagabonds can be effective in many ways, intended and unintended. Their very existence challenges the certainties of the settled community, its reactions reaching from stigmatisation and marginalisation to oppression and repeated attempts at extinction. For us, researchers embarking on our discovery, becoming vagabonds efficaces is an appealing image.
Research, we argue, is about asking critical questions. It involves sympathetic noncompliance and is about subversive challenges to the mighty edifices of certainty that dominate the territory.
The inhabitants of the territory (the European early childhood knowledge-space) provide a second vantage point for a critical investigation of the assemblage. We are interested in the actors and their shifting and changing relationships. We identify them in various locations of the territory. They are based at local (e.g., the individual practitioner), national or regional (e.g., initiatives such as the English Early Childhood Action and national governments), and transnational level (e.g., the European
Commission and international organisations such as OECD and the World Bank).
The various possible foci on these actors reflect the composition of the knowledgescape as well as the composition of our research assemblage (Liz, Jayne, Rachel,
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Maggie, and Mathias). What we are interested in are the relationships among these actors and their mutual or unilateral influences on each other's thinking and acting.
A starting point for our critical consideration is the existence and agency of the assemblage itself. By that we mean that local, individual practices are no longer imaginable without an immediate reference to global 'travelling discourses' (Bal, 2002; Ozga & Jones, 2006) . International organisations such as OECD now directly impact national policies and practices, not only through providing comparative data ('We compare how different countries' school systems are readying their young people for modern life') 2 but by actively promoting specific standardised approaches across its member countries: 'The quality toolbox is intended to present ''practical solutions'' for anyone with a role to play in encouraging quality in ECEC' (OECD, 2012, p. 15) . In a similar way, the European Commission, cross-referring to the OECD, develops cross-national early childhood documents aimed at changing national and local practices in order to provide 'all our children with the best start into an imagery of the child that has to be protected in order to 'grow' and 'blossom' -one of ECA's key arguments?
There are no straight answers to these questions, and we don't assume 21st century 'Steiner' teachers to be inherently racist. We do identify, however, a blurring of boundaries between actors, ideas, and ideologies and a hybridity of roles emerging in new policy and practice configurations and 'complex relations of reciprocal interdependence' (Jessop, 2002 , p. 52, as cited in Ball, 2012 . In the European early childhood assemblage, we agree with Ball (2012) that 'the boundaries between state, economy and civil society are being blurred; there are new voices within policy EU(ROPE) conversations and new conduits through which policy discourses enter policy thinking' (p. 9). Finally, the third vantage point for a critical exploration of European (and other) early childhood assemblages lies in the utopian dimension of research. Real (as in being efficace in the sense of Deligny) but untested (Freire, 2004) , our research (any research) inevitably involves 'telling the story' from our perspective(s). We, like others we encounter in the assemblage, are not mere scribes. We have a voice -and one that is more likely to be heard than that of some other actors. The possibility of renarrativisation through (re)aligning lines of the assemblage is an option and a responsibility: What will our contribution to the narrative be? Can we, for instance, Can we contribute to writing and telling a narrative that involves dialogic 'creating of understandings' (Schwandt, 2004) rather than providing hegemonic 'evidence'?
De-and Re-territorialisation . . .
Early Childhood Action has now published its alternative to the Early Years Foundation Stage Curriculum (Early Childhood Action, 2012). Its title, Unhurried Pathways, gestures towards its underpinning philosophy where attempts are made to escape the 'stages and ages' mentality that circulates in and around early years education. Writing can often be a painful process, but writing a document that seeks to capture multiple views is always going to be problematic. As Jayne mentions in one of her e-mail communications, 'to get to the point [of publication] has been painful to say the least, a pain caused in part by political and philosophical differences amongst the membership of ECA'. We would like to suggest, however, that pain, as understood as an affect or intensity, is a 'force'. Corrupting, but with good intentions, the words of Tomkins (1995), we could say that the Early Years Foundations Stage Curriculum is like a cut in a hand. If we cut our hand but we did not have pain receptors, only the blood from the cut would indicate that we needed to do something. Without the pain receptors, we do not have a sense of urgency. As Tomkins notes, 'the pain mechanism, like the affect mechanism, so amplifies our awareness of the injury which activates it that we are forced to be concerned, and concerned immediately ' (p. 88 Jayne Osgood is professor of education at London Metropolitan University. She is a sociologist of education focusing specifically on the early years and is particularly concerned to research issues of inequality related to gender, social class, and 'race' and to critically engage with policy as it affects the workforce, families, and children in this context. As a feminist she is committed to developing and applying critical feminist theorisations to her work.
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